University of Massachusetts Amherst

ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Masters Theses

Dissertations and Theses

March 2017

A Light on the Subject: Refugee by Milan Dragicevich
Colin Marsh
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/masters_theses_2
Part of the Other Theatre and Performance Studies Commons, and the Performance Studies
Commons

Recommended Citation
Marsh, Colin, "A Light on the Subject: Refugee by Milan Dragicevich" (2017). Masters Theses. 476.
https://doi.org/10.7275/9475787 https://scholarworks.umass.edu/masters_theses_2/476

This Open Access Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Dissertations and Theses at
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses by an authorized
administrator of ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

A LIGHT ON THE SUBJECT: REFUGEE BY MILAN DRAGICEVICH

A Thesis Presented
By
COLIN WEBSTER MARSH

Submitted to the Graduate School of the University of Massachusetts Amherst in
partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
MASTER OF FINE ARTS
February 2017
Theater

© Copyright by Colin Webster Marsh 2017
All Rights Reserved

A LIGHT ON THE SUBJECT: REFUGEE BY MILAN DRAGICEVICH

A Thesis Presented
By
C. WEBSTER MARSH

Approved as to style and content by:
___________________________________
Penny Remsen, Chair
___________________________________
Margo Caddell, Member
___________________________________
Milan Dragicevich, Member
___________________________________
Megan Lewis, Member

___________________________________
Gina Kaufmann, Department Chair
Theater Department

DEDICATION
In loving memory of those who have designed before,
a fondness for those who are designing right now,
and a hope to see those who design after.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to thank:
Nikita Milivojević and Amalia Bennett for coming to the United States and sharing your
model of theatre with me and UMass, Amherst.
Milan Dragicevich, for writing this amazing work and being a great colleague on this
production from beginning to end.
Penny Remsen, Margo Caddell, and Michael Dubin for your combined years of
experience and tireless support. When I first came to UMass I had only begun to scratch the
surface of lighting design and I certainly wouldn’t be here now without you.
Megan Lewis, for believing in me and imparting the sage wisdom that helped me on my
journey through UMass.
Tamara Harris, for the comradery and emotional support in the graduate program.
Zach Molin, for the hard work you put in to make this show a reality. Every single star
was worth the effort.
Evyn Newton, for the hilarious cat pictures on my magic sheet and helping me keep my
head on during tech.
Jim Busker, for being my model with the practicals and for your thought provoking
sound design.
Kris Stone, for embracing this different model of theatre and making the show a unique
and exciting experience.
Bethany Eddy, for your gorgeous costume design that helped us leap across oceans in
location and time.
My mother and father: Ljuba and Brian Marsh, for supporting me in my creativity and
teaching me about the most powerful tool in the world: imagination.
Finally, I would like to thank my wonderful wife, Katie Marsh. Not just for proof reading
this repeatedly, but also for always being the true source of light in my life. Without you I would
have never found my way.

v

ABSTRACT
A LIGHT ON THE SUBJECT: REFUGEE BY MILAN DRAGICEVICH
FEBRUARY 2017
COLIN WEBSTER MARSH, B.A., BENNINGTON COLLEGE
M.F.A., UNIVERISTY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Penny Remsen

The role of the American theatrical lighting designer is to be a visual collaborator on the
design team. While other designers can produce elements that the rest of the team can hold or
listen to such as a model of the set by the set designer or a sound effect from the sound
designer, the lighting designer must rely on his or her ability to communicate his or her ideas.
Visual lighting elements are complex ideas and must be clearly stated and planned for if the
production is to be cohesive. This thesis presents the goals to communicate verbally,
collaborate, and implement lighting ideas effectively with the design team of Refugee, written
by Milan Dragicevich, as well as to maintain an overall visually pleasing and immersive
experience for the audience.
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CHAPTER I
SYNOPSIS
The play, aptly titled Refugee1, is about refugees and their lineage. It follows the story of
two Serbian sisters, Mara and Sava, who have become refugees with their father, Tata. They
escape from coastal Yugoslavia, which is under siege, and hide in a refugee camp in the Sinai
desert, El Shatt, which becomes a home for thousands of refugees. This camp is placed in an
alien world to Yugoslavs. The Sinai desert is made of blinding white light and endless sand.
Mara and Sava explore the desert and find many spectacular things, such as a ship cutting
through the desert via canal, the clear starry night of the Sinai, and an angel that shows them
the way to the only greenery growing in the desert. Mara eventually meets a boy, Marko, who
woos her. Marko is a boy who supports a communist revolution going on in Yugoslavia, while
Tata hates anyone supporting this revolution. We see this conflict explode as Tata stabs Marko
after learning that he impregnated Mara. Marko survives the stabbing and Tata is jailed in Cairo
while awaiting his trial. Sava comes to his defense and Tata is given a reduced sentence and
eventually released. Interspersed between these scenes are scenes in which letters are dictated
from each character, as well as scenes from Belgrade and Kentucky.
In Kentucky, we meet Danica, granddaughter of Sava. Danica is trying to convince Lanzo,
a landowner in Kentucky, not to sell his land to coal miners. She tells him that the miners
destroy mountains and fill in valleys, ruining the natural landscape for generations to come.
Lanzo is not convinced at first; he doesn’t care what the miners do to the mountain he lives on,
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See appendix 1.
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but he falls for Danica, despite being significantly older than her. Eventually, Lanzo leaves to “go
on a walkabout” and decides to reject the offer from the coal miners. We also meet Danica’s
brother, Clint, who feels a connection to Serbia that is hard to resist. Clint plays intense rock
music which he says courses through his blood. He mentions that their grandmother is doing
poorly and that he wants to visit her in Chicago.
The final location, Belgrade, hosts Bora, great grandson of Mara. He is enamored with a
rebel, Katarina, who is part of the resistance and is outspoken against the leadership in the
country. Bora sells bootlegged music in the market of Belgrade and seems to have no desire to
stay in Serbia. He knows very little about his heritage, but slowly learns to loves his country
through the lens that Katarina gives him. But after the NATO bombing, Katarina loses her love
for the country and decides to leave and Bora joins her.
At the very end of the play we see everyone but Sava, Tata, and Danica leaving to go
somewhere else; Mara leaves with Marko to Yugoslavia (a region that would become Croatia),
Lanzo leaves on a walkabout, Katarina and Bora plan to leave but have no destination in mind,
and Clint leaves Kentucky to seek his roots in Chicago. Danica stays in Kentucky and says
goodbye to Lanzo. Sava and Tata are left gazing at the stars at the end of this moment. We then
discover, in a letter home, that Mara jumped into the ocean right after giving birth to Bora’s
father. In the final moment we see Sava leave a letter in a bottle: a message to her sister.
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CHAPTER II
INTRODUCTION

Theatre Models in Contrast
I would like to preface this part by explaining an important element of this production
that struck me late in the process: the difference between the American model of theatrical
production, which centralizes around creating a show from a script in a compressed timeline,
and the model that our director, Nikita Milivojević, was accustomed to, which centralizes
around creating a script and a show over a long timeline.
The American Theatre model, especially the model that UMass adheres to, typically
follows a strict schedule of deadlines and checkpoints. The play’s script is commonly an
unchangeable entity submitted by the playwright for the use of the director as a map. When a
director takes on a play, he or she begins dissecting the play and imagining how to produce the
work. The first design meeting is the first checkpoint, which under ideal circumstances involves
the entire design team in the same room discussing the goal of the production. In this first
design meeting, the director makes a statement of intent and presents any supporting research
that clarifies the direction that the play will be taking. Following this initial statement, the
designers present their own research and ideas for the show. The expectation of this meeting is
that the designers walk away knowing exactly what the overall ideas are for the production and
how to design the big challenges. The second checkpoint is when preliminary design ideas are
presented. This is a reality check to make sure that design ideas agree with each other and are
fiscally achievable. Changes are expected between this and the final design presentations and
there may be new questions that arise in this part, but the meeting’s purpose is to help the
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team coalesce in design. There should be no unexpected changes in the final design
presentation, and the team should be aligned in ideas, with only minor details to iron out
during rehearsal or tech. All of this happens before the show is cast and gives the director the
opportunity to plan rehearsals in advance. The rehearsals begin with table work, a time for the
cast to read through the script and discuss the play in detail. Table work begins with the
designers presenting their ideas to the cast and then listening to the performers read the script
out loud. The rehearsal process sometimes uncovers realizations and changes to the design, but
the changes are generally small and infrequent. Finally, the technical rehearsal is when the
planned technical elements are integrated, which have never been incorporated into the
rehearsal process. It is a time to iron out unexpected interactions and get the performers
accustomed to the technical elements. This model is the preferred model in American Theatre
and at UMass because it is very efficient, uses a short rehearsal process, and allows designers to
dovetail other productions, so that they can work on multiple productions. This model is also
frequently necessary in America because most designers are contractors and must work on
several contracts at once to make a decent income. It is also sometimes dependent on the
producer. “On Broadway because of the larger financial risk, everything has to be ready to go
before load in; more attention is paid to pre-production” (Wolf and Block, 53). The drawback is
that you must know everything before you’ve started working with the material and it can be
argued that creativity takes a hit from such a compressed timeline.
Mr. Milivojević is known for his directorial work in which he explores the themes of exile
and displacement, and his process is strikingly different from the American model. The primary
difference is that he works in a non-compressed timeline. When he takes on a play, his process
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begins by adapting the script. He reads the script, seeking something that he connects with, and
then adapts the play to navigate around this idea. He calls this a seed idea. Once he has his seed
idea and the play is adapted, he casts the play. The rehearsals begin immediately, but for the
first month he never once has the performers read straight from the script. Instead, he plays
with the performers and “stretches” the material by manipulating the script, adapting it
further, and running through exercises that highlight elements of the play. He says he doesn’t
work with the script directly until he reaches the “Ah-Ha” moment, when the central idea
emerges from the performance and all the performers feel a connection to the play’s theme. At
this point, he incorporates the revised script and the designers into the process. The core
design team never meets formally and are never all together at once. Instead, they attend
rehearsals when they can and add elements when they become ready. In this model, the
performers are much more involved in the design process than they would be in the American
model. Amalia Bennett, the choreographer for our production of Refugee, who has worked with
Nikita for years, told me in a conversation that, from her point of view, the actors in this
production were trained in a very different way from what she expected. She said that she is
accustomed to working with actors as collaborators to adapt the show. It is possible that her
experience was affected by the fact that she was working with student actors and not
professional actors.
Nikita says rehearsals are a very labor-intensive time for him, because he usually needs
to hunt down his designers and be very direct about his ideas. Eventually, one of two things
happens:
1. The production runs out of funding and needs to open, or
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2. The design becomes fully realized during rehearsal.
After one of these two events, they “lock in” the elements with a tech, typically after 3
months of rehearsal. Nikita prefers this model because, as he says, it allows him the most time
for creativity and keeps his designers “in house” to work only on this production.
As one can imagine, the two models are not immediately compatible without a
significant amount of preparation. The unfortunate reality of this production of Refugee is that
few knew what we were stepping into. Had all team members shared a collective
understanding, perhaps the design process would have evolved differently. This is not to say
the show was unsuccessful, because, as I will discuss later, I feel that the show was successful.
This production opened my eyes to a new way of designing for a show and I hope to be able to
see someday how Nikita works in his preferred model.
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Manipulating Space with Light
I want to explain to you something integral to who I am and why I am a lighting
designer. I always come back to reality when someone outside of the industry of theatre asks
me the question: “What does a lighting designer do?” Instead of being insulted or waving off
the question, I charge headlong into a very detailed elevator pitch. I begin by telling them to
look at the space we are currently occupying, whether it be a restaurant, a warehouse, or a
field in the middle of nowhere. Once they survey the space, I ask them what jumps out to their
attention first. Initially they will mention the prominent objects, tables, shelves and pallets, or
grass. I follow this up with: “Why?” This question stumps most people and either I get an “I
don’t know” or “Because we’re in a field and it’s the most common thing.” Then I ask the
important question: “What would you notice if I turned off the light source and used a flashlight
aimed on my feet? What would grab your attention?” Every time they make the conclusion that
my feet would be the only thing they could see. I would then conclude that is what a lighting
designer does: he or she manipulates space with light, altering what is perceived.
Here’s the point I am trying to drive at: light is integral to the storytelling of theatre.
Looking at the history of theatre, several theatrical styles could not exist in an amphitheater in
pure daylight. It was only when we moved theatre indoors and controlled the space with light
that we could introduce the Realism of the 19th century, the Modernism of the 20th century, or
the very stylized plays of today. Light doesn’t just affect space; light affects everything in the
production that needs vision to exist. Lighting gives dimension to the performers, it affects the
color and texture of costume pieces, and it supports the sound design choices, whether diagetic
or non-diagetic. Light is the glue that holds together the design elements and can support the
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show or contradict the show. As a lighting designer, I would be doing a great disservice to the
production if I didn’t know how everything connected. Therefore, I ascribe value to continuous
and open communication with all collaborators on the design team. I spend a lot of my time
preparing for tech so that I am not surprised by the elements being integrated, primarily
because my choices will affect the choices of other collaborators (and hopefully in the way
we’ve discussed). The American model of theatre is arguably a smoother process for a lighting
designer because communication is easier, designs are already agreed upon, and tech is a
process of executing the ideas. Nikita’s model is much more labor intensive for the lighting
designer, since lighting is slowly introduced alongside the set design, and even during tech
things rapidly change.
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Collaborating with the Playwright
I’m going to bring you back to the beginning. Under common American theatrical
expectations, a lighting designer is given a script and expected to bring research and design
ideas to the first meeting. In the case of Refugee, the conversation began long before there was
a script to read, research subjects to source, or designers to collaborate with. It began in the
office of Milan Dragicevich, the playwright, with an unexpected conversation.
I had just discovered that I had been assigned a new play being written by Mr.
Dragicevich for my thesis project in lighting design. As a designer, I was hungry for information
about the play, the playwright, and the world that the design team would be constructing.
Milan and I met in his office where Milan told me the story of his mother, a refugee during
World War II escaping from a war-torn Yugoslavia. The experience shaped her understanding of
identity and eventually was the catalyst for Milan’s family to move to America. The story had
always been developing in Milan’s mind but came surging out in response to the recent refugee
crisis in Syria. He identified with the families that have been uprooted and indefinitely sent
away from home. His desire was to tell a story about being a refugee. Milan explained to me
that when he grew up as the son of a refugee he felt as though he was living a double life,
having roots in a place far away from where he lived, and in this play he wanted to explore
what it means to have two identities when navigating the world.
Milan told me the play would be loosely based on the idea of generations and memory,
three distinct locations (Egypt, Serbia, and Kentucky), how family connects these locations, and
the experience of being a refugee, of being the child of a refugee, and the generations that
sprout from there. It was not to be biographical, but inspired by his mother’s experience. For
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example, the scene in which the angel helps Sava and Mara find greenery in the desert alludes
to an event that his mother remembers, when someone saw an angel in the camp of El Shatt.
We met several times after that first meeting to discuss the play, as Milan was in the
process of writing it, and talked about the visual potential of these worlds. We shared
photographs, stories, similar plays, and most importantly: design ideas. At the second meeting,
Milan shared a book with me: Belgrade Belongs to Me by Boogie. It was a book of photography
taken in Belgrade during the 1990’s and chronicled a bleak urban world in black and white
photographs. I will discuss these meetings in more detail later, but eventually I received a copy
of the script and found a story that fit our discussions, embraced the ideas that were shared,
and would evolve with a creative team and cast.
The play has three different stories, one set against the backdrop of World War II in a
refugee camp in Egypt, one in Belgrade during the 1999 NATO conflict during the Kosovo War,
and one in Kentucky in 1999 during the coal mining boom. As one would expect with a title
such as Refugee, the play is about refugees. But it’s not just about the refugees of war-torn
Yugoslavia. It is also about people seeking a refuge in life, the refugees’ grandchildren who do
not know about their heritage, and the children that want to escape the unsavory parts of their
heritage.
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CHAPTER III
DESIGN PROCESS

Research
During the initial meetings with Milan, I started my research by poring over images and
paintings of the three locations that this play focused on. I wanted to know what the lighting of
these places looked like, what the sunlight looked like cascading across the landscapes, and
what the people looked like against the environment. Ultimately, I discovered the primary
difference with each location: color. Egypt had blinding white sands2, Kentucky had lush green
hillsides3, and Belgrade had dark gray urban streets4. Each color and light source is unique.
Initially it was not known how to introduce these ideas into the design of the show, but Milan
agreed that the three locations were intentionally incongruous and that incongruity was one of
the motivations for this play. The fact that the play moved from one location to another meant
that either the set had to represent location or the lights had to.
Milan shared with me materials that he collected with this play in mind. He shared
images of the El Shatt camp5 and the book Belgrade Belongs to Me6. He told me that these
resources weren’t exactly what he was trying to recreate, but instead the mood which he would
be trying to focus on. I came back to him with the images I found, mentioned above, and we
continued our dialogue about what the environments would look like. We didn’t know which
theatre the production would occupy, but we knew the show wanted to be an immersive

2

See appendix 3A
See appendix 3B
4 See appendix 3C
5 See appendix 4A
6 See appendix 4B
3
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experience that made the audience feel as though they were at the locations experiencing what
the characters experienced.
Milan also shared with me a script that he had written several years before, Milosević at
the Hague, which told the story of Milosević from both sides of the conflict. Slobodan Milosević
was the president of Serbia in the 90’s and oversaw several reforms to Serbia’s constitution. He
actively held office during the 1999 NATO bombing and eventually was charged with the war
crime of genocide. Milan explained to me that the purpose of the play was to balance the two
perspectives of Milosević. Similarly, the play Refugee would adjust the perspectives
surrounding what it means to be a refugee. He also noted that the play has mysterious
moments, which is something that he likes to add into his plays. In Milosević at the Hague,
there were moments that heightened reality, such as a moment when Milosević is presenting
his perspective of the NATO bombing. In this moment, the sound and lights support his action,
as though he is scrolling through projector slides, but as the scene builds the lights and sound
transform into bombs exploding. In Refugee Milan wished to have moments like that which use
realistic elements but aren’t real. We discussed how in El Shatt an angel would appear to help
Sava and Mara. I imagined that this would be an unexplainable moment, something that breaks
the vocabulary of the designs as though something magical had entered the space. Reading the
play Milosević at the Hague helped give me an understanding of what kind of story Refugee
would be, when certain aspects would be heightened but still grounded in reality. After reading
the script, Milan spoke about how the play was produced and played a video of an important
scene for him. The play had very stylized elements, such as oversized puppets and unnatural
lighting, which supported the story of a man clutching for the reins of power while attempting
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to fulfill promises he knew he could not keep, but who was drowning in his public image. I was
excited to be a part of a story that used light to alter people’s world view.
After being submerged in photographs and paintings, I found my way to researching the
culture and historical contexts that the characters found themselves in. The El Shatt refugee
camp, which is the first location in the script, emerged out of a need for a safe haven away from
the air raids of the Axis in Yugoslavia (Matulić, 2014). Many of the inhabitants were unaware of
where they were being sent and were surprised to find a desert full of tents. This became a
home to more than 30,000 refugees for over 4 years. The conditions were brutal and many died
as a result, but those who did survive either had to leave for a new country or return to a
brutalized Yugoslavia. The story of the play diverges here in two directions.
The first direction, leaving for a new country, brings us to the United States where we
find a Kentucky woman fighting against the coal mining industry. In 1999 the coal mining
industry was having a hard time competing with other sources of energy such as oil, and
resorted to blasting the mountain tops off to access the coal below. As a result they filled in
valleys and destroyed the natural landscape (Guillerman, 2009). Many protested mining, but it
also boosted the economy of the small towns since it was one of the only industries available.
Belgrade in 1999, the third and final location in the script, had its own conflicts to deal
with. The Kosovo War was being waged in Yugoslavia, pinning Serbia in between. NATO
threatened that if Milošević, the president of Serbia, did not reach a peaceful agreement soon
they would bomb Belgrade (Perlez, 1999). We find the grandson of Mara, the refugee who died
while returning to Yugoslavia, here in a scenario that would harken back to his grandmother’s
own experience.
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Among these three worlds lies a connecting world: the world of the refugees. All of the
characters in this play wish to seek refuge somewhere and haven’t found it yet. I began
researching the refugee crisis in Syria, which was one of the catalysts for this play.
From these contexts, I found myself returning to my research images with a newfound
perspective. The grey urban sprawl of Belgrade told a solemn story of a people battered by the
world. The blinding white sands of Egypt spoke of a purgatory where people waited for the
world to decide what to do. The rolling green mountains of Kentucky hid tiny communities that
would fight for their roots. These three worlds had their own stories to tell, and color and light
were just two ways of complimenting these stories.

14

An Unconventional Process
In my experience, nothing about the design meetings or discussions was conventional.
The first challenge to overcome was establishing a visual and auditory connection with our
director, Nikita Milivojević, who was, at the time, in Serbia. The challenge of reaching him for
this first design meeting proved greater than anyone expected and halted the process dead in
its tracks. Nearly two hours of broken conversation with Nikita happened before we lost
communication with him entirely.
We tried to move forward with the design conversation but could only speak in
potential ideas. Without a captain at the helm we were lost in a sea of possibilities. With
nothing to anchor us we pushed forward with designing a set, costumes, soundscape, and
lighting that we thought fit the world of the script. What we didn’t realize at the time was that
Nikita wasn’t designing the play yet because he needed to work in the space with the
performers before he could imagine the world of the play. Unaware of this, I was under the
impression that it was critical to ensure that the design ideas start forming immediately and
pushed forward, meeting with the designers and reaching out to the production staff.
Conventionally, in the first meeting designers bring forward thoughts that don’t fit perfectly,
and through discussion the ideas evolve and are honed to become pieces of the greater picture.
We began designing the show, hoping to meet with the director and connect our designs to his.
In hindsight, it would have made more sense to wait until after the director arrived, but we
were also trying to fit our deadlines into Nikita’s model. If we had prepared for a different
format of deadlines, this part of the process would have been smoother and less stressful.
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Kris Stone, being a professional designer working on multiple shows at once, found it
difficult to accommodate the process because of her schedule. So, she attempted to design the
set in a model prior to Nikita’s arrival. She and I met, constructing a model together and trying
to make something that could be a talking point with the director. During the production
meeting we presented the model, via Skype, to Nikita. He was receptive to the ideas presented
in the model, but did not understand that we were fast approaching a deadline for Ms. Stone’s
design. The central idea discussed between Nikita and Kris was to be inside a tent. Kris and
Nikita had two different ideas for how to accomplish this. Kris Stone built a model7 that utilized
a single sheet of Visqueen to cover the top of the theatre.8 The simplicity of her idea allowed
the plastic to be manipulated and alter the space, but Nikita felt that it would be too minimal
and wanted the space wrapped entirely in plastic. During this discussion, we were still grappling
with effective communication via Skype and eventually decided that the challenge of
communication was too great to overcome. We concluded that the scenic design would not be
finalized until after Nikita and Kris Stone occupied The Curtain Theater at the same time and
could have a discussion in person, unaware that this was what Nikita expected from the process
initially.
When Nikita arrived, Kris spent time with him designing the set and trying to
communicate her ideas, but he felt very strongly towards fully wrapping the space in tent
fabric. When I joined the conversation, the proposed idea was to have sheets of Visqueen
running vertically and horizontally and covering the entire space without any holes. Kris tried to
communicate that I would need room to hang lights and shoot through the material they used.
7
8

See appendix 5A
See appendix 5B
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Nikita stated that he would be okay with lighting fixtures visible inside of “the tent” but I argued
my point: we would lose the magic of the show if we saw the lighting fixtures inside of the tent.
He agreed that the magic would be lost and we started to conceive an ideal layout for the
panels of Visqueen.
Unfortunately, it was immediately following this decision that the design process hit a
major speed bump. Kris Stone’s availability ran out, since she had expected to be finished with
the design by this point. As a result, I never received fully rendered plans or accurate technical
drawings of the set design and had to wait for the set to be loaded into the space to be able to
make decisions about where lights could fit and be effective. It was at this moment that I fully
appreciated the American model and the prep work that went into a light plot. If I had had the
information that I needed early enough, I would have been able to make accurate predictions
of what fixtures to use and where to hang them so that the scenery and architecture wouldn’t
interfere. However, at load in for my lights, instead of presenting a detailed lighting plot that
was supported by working drawings and math, I presented a rep plot that was based on my
loose interpretation of the set design and stood in the theatre and pointed to where I thought
the lights could go. Without realizing it, I was using Nikita’s model of theatre and design. The
majority of these lights that were placed in the load in would be moved during focus because
they would be blocked by scenery or wouldn’t achieve the desired effect. The only exceptions
to this were the lights I had introduced at the start of rehearsal.
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Practical Proposals
Sometimes an idea comes out of the unknown, sparked by nothing, but this is a rare
occurrence. This is one of the reasons why we use scripts: tangible concrete words from which
we can draw imagination. A good idea is usually built upon older ideas, something corporeal,
and in many cases, something to hold. As a lighting designer, it is hard to give a director
something to hold, therefore bringing a practical light, an object like a functional household
lamp, into rehearsal can be the best thing to do to spark a conversation about light in a show. It
can be brought into rehearsal and shape the conversation both artistically and technically. The
director and designer can look at it, turn it on and off, change the intensity or color, put a shade
on it, tear it apart and make something else out of it. In a lot of ways, a practical light behaves
like a set model.
Within the script was the idea of using kerosene lanterns as a source of light during the
El Shatt scenes. This began a greater conversation of using lanterns as a common source of light
within the worlds. And so, I constructed two battery operated lanterns for use within the play.
The first looked like a simple oil lamp9 which could be switched on and off and could also dim
like an oil lamp with a key. The second lamp looked like an old electrical battery operated
mining flashlight10. The practical lights created two distinct gestures of light. The oil lamp cast a
diffuse glow of warm light in a circle around it while the mining flashlight shot out a beam of
light in a cone in front of it. These two gestures of light were what I proposed for practical
lighting within the worlds of the play.

9

See appendix 6A
See appendix 6B
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I didn’t realize it when I first constructed these, but these practical lights became a
middle ground between my model and Nikita’s model of theatre. During rehearsal, these two
lights became a talking point for exploring the designs that Nikita and I were trying to create.
One scene would not have been possible without the mining lamp which projected crisp
shadows11. The scene was lit only by these two practical lights and gave the opportunity to
create a new scene when Marko told a story to Mara with shadow puppets. Knowing what I
know now, I might have made more practical lights to incorporate into the rehearsals. I don’t
know whether they would have been included in the final design, but it would have facilitated
more conversations earlier on in the process. In Nikita’s model, the lights help construct the
story as much as they do to support it. Having these lights in rehearsal helped me enter the
model that he was accustomed to, even if I wasn’t aware I was doing this at the time.

11

See appendix 6C
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The Rehearsals
Entering the rehearsals with little information is a difficult process for an American
lighting designer to adapt to. I knew the ideas that people were pitching, I had costume
renderings, I had had several conversations with the sound designer to gain an understanding
of the sound design and had heard some cues he had prepared, and I knew that the set would
have Visqueen. Everything else was an unknown at the time of the first read-through and I was
hoping that when Nikita arrived, the design would rapidly come together.
When Nikita first arrived, he and I met in the space to discuss the needs for his
rehearsal, which was something he mentioned in production meetings earlier. He had been
asking about when the lights would come, since he was used to lights being integrated slowly. I
was not able to supply him with a full lighting design until our scheduled load in but he wanted
to start with three areas of light. The three areas were based off his original concept for the
space.12 This layout came out of a conversation between Milan and Nikita and was sent to the
team via email before he arrived in America. Nikita did not elaborate on what he envisioned,
but merely stated that he wanted three distinct spaces: one for El Shatt, one for Kentucky, and
one for Belgrade. When I first received the drawing Nikita had made of his ideal rehearsal
space, I was filled with questions. What were the three areas he had labelled “stage”? Why did
it look like the stage areas had ramps on them? And most importantly: why three? I would later
discover that he wanted the audience mixed into the action and that the three areas would
start off as El Shatt, Kentucky, and Belgrade, but would not be strictly adhered to. I felt that the
idea was intriguing, but that it took away from the mystery that Milan had spoken about in our

12

See appendix 7A
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initial meeting. I felt that the mystery couldn’t exist with three fixed areas that would be on
display during every scene; the show felt like as though it needed to be fluid and to transition
from space to space. This was another moment that I wish a conversation had taken place so
that Nikita could explain why he wanted this layout.
We eventually decided on three pools of light for rehearsal and I sent out a plan for
where the light would be.13 I was hoping to expand what the three areas would look like, how
he wanted to use them, and what he was thinking visually. I was still operating in my American
model and trying to design before the rehearsals began, but Nikita was unable to move forward
and he didn’t understand, at the time, why I asked him so many questions and presented so
many ideas before he had even met his cast. I showed him the three areas of light that I had
created and he seemed pleased, but nothing further came of this first meeting. I left the
meeting feeling more uncertain than ever about what I was doing and looked towards the
rehearsals to enlighten me.
The first week of rehearsal with Nikita was anything but telling. It consisted of
workshops and exercises; the script wasn’t touched once. I continued to feel out of place and,
though the set design was conceived, I had no idea how it was being used and how I could
support the world being constructed. I felt as though I didn’t have a place as a designer in the
rehearsals and I eventually left the rehearsals, only to visit on occasion to check in on the
process. Much later on in the rehearsal process, I had the opportunity to sit down for a
conversation with Nikita and Amalia about the cultural differences between producing a show
in the United States and mounting a production in Europe. Nearly all of my concerns and

13

See appendix 7B
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frustrations were answered and assuaged by this conversation, which taught me a great deal
about working with collaborators from outside of the U.S. I now believe that conversations like
these are vital to a positive, effective collaboration, and I will actively seek out open
communication about production processes in the future.
The second week of rehearsals finally presented insight into the show, and blocking was
constructed rapidly. Every day a new scene was worked on, the script adjusted, and blocking
was decided on. After eight days of work, the first half of the show was ready to be seen. I
watched a run of the first half and took notes, as though I were in a design meeting with the
director. After the run I had many questions, but the biggest question hanging over my head
was in regards to the set design, which would wrap around the space. I didn’t know at the time,
but Nikita was waiting for the scenery to be integrated into the rehearsal before making
decisions about it.
The third and fourth weeks of rehearsal continued with the same energy as the second
week had. The entire show was blocked, and Nikita was waiting for all the technical elements to
show up in the rehearsals. He had seen tests for technical elements and rolls of Visqueen, but
didn’t realize they wouldn’t come until tech. I decided to integrate lighting into the rehearsal in
preparation for tech, especially since I still didn’t entirely understand what he wanted from the
lighting design as a whole. I layered in basic looks for how I imagined the scenes would be
illuminated, but tried to communicate that what I was showing him was a rough draft of what it
would look like at the end.
Directly following the final design run, Nikita requested to work with the lights
exclusively and to go scene by scene. Having thrown the entire American model out the
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window by this point, I obliged him. We stepped through the show and I brought up looks for
each scene and manipulated them at his request. I had never worked with a director in this
way, and he was so specific about the choices that I thought he had all the ideas in his head. I
didn’t realize that in his model he needed to be specific; otherwise the designer wouldn’t think
to modify the looks after the meeting. I already had plans to change the looks we had agreed
on, to refine them with actors on stage, but I didn’t realize that he was planning to tell me
exactly what to do during the technical rehearsals.
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CHAPTER IV
PRODUCTION

The Technical Rehearsals
I was concerned when we entered the technical rehearsals. I knew that we had limited
time to work and a large portion of the design was incomplete. Several design elements, such
as the moment an angel helps Sava and Mara; how Kentucky would look differently from the
other locations; or the moment when Sava and Mara see a ship cutting through the Sinai
desert, were still unknown, and we did not have a plan for how to execute them. We had
discussed these ideas, but Nikita needed to work with the design elements before further
discussion would happen.
Having met with Nikita and Amalia the night before and having looked at cues, we had
already roughed in looks for tech which both Nikita and Amalia were anxious to get through
quickly. Our production of Refugee also had a weeklong break in the middle of tech and
presented a unique challenge. It was Nikita and Amalia’s goal to run through the show entirely
with roughed elements by the end of Saturday’s tech which would be the last time we met for a
whole week. This decision was another departure from the model I was accustomed to and I
aimed to work quickly rather than taking the time that I would need to refine cues. Normally I
would have asked for a hold to work on a moment, but I felt that Nikita grew more impatient as
time progressed. Since several moments were not worked out, I was happy to pass by them for
the time being.
The first scene of the production was the easiest to create, primarily because the team
was very clear about what we saw for this moment. There was a smooth collaboration and
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great ideas formed during these first few moments of the production as we stepped through.
The first scene14 was very stylized and set a very slow pace. Mara and Sava are playing dress up
with a wedding dress and sand begins pouring from the sky15. The moment is interrupted by an
explosion16 of light, sound, and set as the space was wrapped in Visqueen. We then find Mara
reading a letter that she sent home17. During her letter Sava opens doors to “the outside” and
in pours a bright white light, alluding to El Shatt18. The light fills the space until we are
transported to the yellow sands of the Sinai Desert19.
The El Shatt daytime scene went through a number of changes during tech. Nikita did
not want the audience to be illuminated and I tried to explain to him that the space, setup of
the audience, and the set design were prohibitive to using a bright light without spilling light
onto the audience. After reworking the look, we found a happy medium between what I would
have liked and what he wanted, but this moment stood as a good example of what to discuss at
the preliminary phase of set design.
Kris Stone and I tried to engage Nikita in a conversation about the transitions, but he
was very clear that he wanted a blackout. I argued there could have been a gentler way to
transport us from one location to another instead of cut to black and then lights up, but
without being choreographed there would not have been an attractive way to light the
transitions as they existed.

14

See appendix 8A
See appendix 8B
16 See appendix 8C
17 See appendix 8D
18 See appendix 8E
19 See appendix 8F
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During the El Shatt scenes, Mara and Sava see a ship off in the distance “cutting through
the desert.” This is a real-life phenomenon created by the Suez Canal. Initially it was discussed
that there would not be any special effects for this moment; rather, the two performers would
act it out as if they were watching it passing. During tech, Nikita explained that he changed his
mind and that something should be visible. We explored several options and the one that
stayed was to show the ship in shadow form20. This decision was done in haste and was not
very effective in the end. If we had had more time to discuss the idea and what it meant to the
team, perhaps we would have found a more effective solution.
During the El Shatt scenes, Sava sees an angel that Mara does not. The angel leads Sava
to a green plant, which they have been searching for all over the desert. Originally, th team
imagined this as not being something that the audience sees, especially since Mara doubts the
angel’s existence. Nikita and Amalia had a strong desire to see a big spectacle take place in this
scene and we discussed and experimented with a number of options. Eventually, in tech we
solidified a design that Nikita and Amalia loved21. I was not particularly enamored with it, and
feel that I could have created a stronger design had I known that the angel was going to be
visible from the beginning.
Several scenes were easily implemented because they were short, needed simple
moody lighting, and were effectively executed. The El Shatt nighttime scenes22 of Mara’s
beating and Marko’s stabbing had the same look. The scenes were supposed to take place
inside of a tent in El Shatt, but there were no scenic elements to support this and so we decided
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See appendix 8G
See appendix 8H
22 See appendix 8I
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it would be most effective to go with a cool color pallet and warm coats for Mara and Sava to
wear to indicate that the scenes took place at nighttime when the temperature was low. The
scene when Tata beats Mara is interrupted by fireworks23 which was another successful
moment, when sound, lights, and set worked to communicate the idea of fireworks going off
around the camp in celebration.
I felt that the Kentucky scenes were the weakest24, primarily because of a lack of
successful communication and cohesion among the design team. The idea was to have the
Visqueen create mountains and to color it with green light. I argued that it would be better to
have something with hard edges to make mountain peaks, instead of creased plastic. Nothing
further was discussed and when we hit tech we tried removing the plastic from the stage, but
because of the transition time we kept the Visqueen onstage. There were no other scenic
elements to light in this scene and we decided to light the sheets upstage of the action. I felt
that the finalized look was highly unrealistic, but since these scenes were not discussed in our
production meetings, I had no time to create a more realistic look.
The end of ACT 1 took place in Belgrade and started with another clean execution of
lights, sound, and set with Bora pitching to the audience at his stand in the market 25. The
Belgrade scenes were heavily discussed and all of the details were ironed out early on so that
when it came to the tech, they were easily executed and attractive. Bora’s sign26 was discussed
early on in rehearsal between props and lights and had time to be finalized in an attractive way.
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See appendix 8J
See appendix 8K
25 See appendix 8L
26 See appendix 8M
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ACT 2 opened on the shadow puppet scene27 when Marko tells Mara the story of Hero
and Leander. This scene was already fully set up in rehearsal and so in keeping with Nikita’s
model we just worked on “locking in” the elements.
Another scene that had time to be discussed and designed was Clint’s bedroom scene,
where we meet him. During rehearsal it was decided to put his bedroom in the hallway outside
of the Curtain28. We experimented with several ways to design this space and decided to
embrace the industrial look of the space and only added minor scenic and lighting elements
during rehearsal to test them out. Eventually we solidified an attractive look that fit the scene.
The final scene was stylized similarly to the first scene29, but I felt was not as effective as
the first scene. I presented several options for this moment, but the design we finalized
emerged from the desire to use lighting that didn’t “come from outside,” so we used the hand
practical lights to pull people out of the darkness. We also wanted it to be dark enough when
Sava counts the stars30 that the audience could see the LEDs wired above the Visqueen to give
the idea of stars. While these ideas were interesting, the execution was not as effective
because we didn’t discuss them until right before tech.
The final moment when Sava sends her letter31 was another moment that could have
benefited from further conversation and evaluation. At the end of the show, everyone leaves
the stage and stands behind the Visqueen and sings a song in harmony. This is a beautiful song
that could have been complimented by seeing the actors. Unfortunately, during rehearsal, the
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See appendix 8O
29 See appendix 8P
30 See appendix 8Q
31 See appendix 8R
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actors were visible and it was very effective. I tried to discuss the possibility of the actors being
onstage with the team, and everyone thought it would be more effective to have the
performers visible, but we never had the chance to have the full team discuss this moment.
Revisions to design elements were made quickly during tech and many choices were
finalized in haste. This affected how we finalized the designs in the tech. Ultimately, the
performance was successful, but it suffered from the hastiness of the technical process.
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The Final Design
I would argue that the final design of the whole show was successful. There were many
great moments that punctuated the script, such as when the Visqueen first rolled out in the
explosions, the moment when the sunlight poured in from outside of the space for the first El
Shatt scene, and the scenes in Belgrade. The design team was most pleased with these
moments, and they evolved over time from script, to rehearsal, to technical integration.
Conversely, there were some aspects of the show that could have been improved with
more conversations, such as the final song of the play when the performers were all offstage
singing in harmony. This moment was something that wasn’t fully explored until tech and the
entire team was not able to meet about this moment. It’s possible it could have been refined
further if we had had the opportunity to discuss it in a meeting.
Furthermore, there were some design choices that could have been improved if there
had been earlier conversations about them, such as the Kentucky scenes, the angel scene, and
the ship scene. Early in the process there were scattered meetings about these moments and in
the model that I am most familiar with they would have been addressed in the very first
meeting. Missing that first meeting, these ideas were not worked with or discussed in a way
that facilitated collaboration. As a result, the final design choices for these fell to me as the
lighting designer since I had the most flexibility in tech to introduce new elements. Ideally,
there would have been a full design incorporating scenic elements and coordinating with the
rest of the team.
Reflecting on this, the most successful pieces of the show were when all design
elements worked in tandem and built off an earlier conversation. Rushing to create ideas during
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tech made the final choices sloppy and incomplete. It was also important to have time to speak
with the design team, getting to know their process and what interests them.
Had I done this production again, knowing what I know now, I would have done several
things differently. I think the idea of using Visqueen was interesting, but it changed rapidly from
its originally intended purpose, and a different material would have been more successful. I
would have brought this up in the conversation when the purpose changed and mentioned
what the pros and cons of the material were, such as the shiny quality of the material when
light hit it. I also would have probed further into staging choices, starting a conversation about
why the audience is placed in fixed risers as opposed to a fluid seating arrangement, or what
could be done with the Visqueen other than just sitting there without movement. Furthermore,
I would have made myself more open to the process and discussed the timeline of the
production and tried to find ways of accommodating it more within the constraints of the
production. I will bear this in mind when I work on future productions.
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Reflecting on the Production
If I were to go back and do this over again, I think the first thing I would have done
would have been to speak with the director and designers long before the first design meeting.
In this conversation, I would have asked them about their processes. Every director and
designer operates in his or her own way and to assume that there is one model or that
everyone works the same way is foolish and potentially destructive to the show. Unless I have
worked with the same team before and know what to expect, a conversation at the start of the
process would help fill in a lot of unknowns. Part of being a designer is being realistic about
what to expect. If the timeline was incongruous with the preferred process then I would be
upfront and suggest that the timeline change, otherwise I would make people aware of
challenging moments that may arise. During this process, I tried to stay on top of what to
expect from the timeline, but a planning meeting regarding the timeline at the beginning would
have allowed me to focus more on my design rather than managing my personal timeline. It
would have also allowed me the opportunity to know how much time I would have at my
disposal during each benchmark.
The show was enjoyable to watch and was received positively by audiences, but to me it
felt half complete. If this process had had a longer rehearsal schedule in which technical
elements were introduced over time, it is my belief that we would have refined the show more.
There were several ideas that I would have liked to revisit, but further discussion with the
entire team would have been necessary to be accomplish what I envisioned as a solution.
This production stands as a representation of how important communication is in a
show, especially when a new team is formed. Certain moments were flawlessly performed
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when all members on the team worked together to create them. Other moments fell through
the cracks and were never fully realized. This experience has refined my understanding of how
to work with a new team and the importance of preparation when working with the team. I am
confident that the lessons I have learned while working on this production will benefit me in
when collaborating with new design teams in new spaces across the country.
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CHAPTER V
REFLECTING ON…
Every process is different. This is the most valuable lesson that I can take away from not
only this production, but every show that I have worked on at UMass. This is not to say that just
every director is different, but that every person, every location, and every show, whether in
the United States or Serbia operates differently. Even different productions of the same play
can be drastically different. Over the past three years, I have worked with a director and design
team that met regularly and laid out clear plans from the first meeting; I have experienced a
design team that was composed of overbooked professional designers who could not meet; I
also worked with a team that changed its ideas on a regular basis; and I worked on a show that
was conceived during tech. Each production taught me something different. Most importantly,
though, the sum of all these experiences taught me that if I wish to be a successful collaborator
and designer I should always be seeking out learning opportunities, and taking what I learn
from each production to the next one, while remaining flexible in preparation for unexpected
circumstances.
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APPENDIX 2
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APPENDIX 3A
EL SHATT EGYPT, 1943

37

APPENDIX 3B
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APPENDIX 3C
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APPENDIX 4B
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APPENDIX 8M
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APPENDIX 8N
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APPENDIX 8O
CLINT’S BEDROOM PRODUCTION PHOTO

63

APPENDIX 8P
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